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In the academic sphere of second language acquisition (SLA), the onset learning 
age effect on eventual language proficiency has always been a global issue. While it is 
universally believed by most parents that “the younger, the better” for learning a 
foreign language, opinions differ among professional scholars both from abroad and 
at home.  
The present study, basing on the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) proposed by 
Lenneberg as its theoretical foundation, attempts to investigate a probable correlation 
between different onset learning ages of English and Chinese students’ English 
proficiency. The final purpose is to provide some insights into the existing initial 
learning age issue exists in the English language education system in China. 
With the review of the past literature study from three aspects, that is, the support 
for the critical period hypothesis, the challenge to the critical period hypothesis and 
the reconceptualization of the critical period hypothesis, the author carried out an 
investigation on 120 non-English majors in Grade Two of Fujian Medical University 
to test whether there were striking differences among students’ final English 
competence. Scores in College English Test Band 4 (CET4) were collected and 
compared between the two groups divided according to their different onset English 
learning ages.  
Quantitative analysis was employed in the study to interpret the results later. The 
result of investigation shows that there was no significant difference among two 
groups of students’ English test achievement in their Total Score. For the detailed 
sections in the test, the correlation is still not significant except in Comprehensive 
Section (Cloze). Basing on the Chinese context, the alternative reasons were 
expounded from the aspects of Fundamental Difference Hypothesis, Input Differences 
and the analysis of underlying problems in present English learning in China.  
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effective for urging Children to learn English as early as possible. For primary 
students who got excellent academic achievement and they do have extra energy to 
learn English as a foreign language, the following requirements should be met at least: 
assurance of qualified teaching staff, the application of suitable textbooks within the 
ideal time allocation and the adoption of the small-class-size teaching mode by the 
multimedia approach.  
 








































Johnson 和 Newport 等人为代表的支持关键期假说的相关研究和观点；以 White
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In the field of second language acquisition (SLA), how specific learning a 
non-native language may be affected by the age factor is a fiercely debated issue. As a 
world language, English gains the growing global attention at present. The situation in 
China is that after nearly ten years’ studies, students still couldn’t use the English 
fluently. This pushed the English teaching to the doubtful place. Therefore, while the 
Education Authority in China has launched its revolution and emphasized the 
necessity for starting English Courses in primary schools, parents are enthusiastic as 
well about enrolling their children for English training as early as possible. Gradually, 
the onset English learning age is set even for the little child who still couldn’t utter 
their mother language clearly.  
With the teaching experience in primary schools, the author of this thesis has 
witnessed the torture of little kids struggling to recite the text but still couldn’t 
understand them while at the same time has always been confronted with the 
perplexed questions given by young parents around: What is the optimal onset age for 
children to learn English? On one hand, it is generally acknowledged that the younger 
the children start learning a foreign language, the better their final competence is. On 
the other hand, if children are compelled to start learning two or three languages at the 
same time without the ideal speaking environment, they are at risk of getting confused 
about the languages codes, resulting in the slow intellectual development ultimately. 
    The puzzlement keeps the author pondering about the necessity of conducting a 
further study on the correlation between the different onset English learning age and 
Chinese students’ English competence.  
The study on the correlation between Critical Period Hypothesis and English 
competence of medical majors has its practical significance as well as theoretical 
significance. Though the critical period for SLA (Second Language Acquisition) have 
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neuro-cognitive aspects by various scholars for decades, none unanimous agreement 
has been made by far.  
As a foreign language, English is taught in formal settings all over china at 
present. In 2001, the Chinese Education Ministry issued a document requesting that 
pupils in Grade 3 of primary schools begin to learn English in cities and 
condition-permitted rural areas. As a result, English turns to be a required course in 
elementary schools in some parts of China. For the majority of Chinese students at 
present, the onset learning age is gradually pushing ahead from Grade One in Junior 
Middle Schools to Grade Three in Elementary Schools and usually ends in Grade Two 
in universities as they finished their English Courses. Hence, if students do not further 
their studies to pursue their Master’s Degrees, their ultimate English competence 
would probably wind up in Grade Two of Universities. 
With regard to the Chinese characteristic of English learning, it is significant to 
choose sophomores from universities as the subjects of the study and carry it out on 
the topic of correlation between the Critical Period Hypothesis and language 
competence of English learners in China. The purpose of the thesis is not to examine 
what is the specific critical age for learning language as most scholars do, but to 
explore to what extent, the two respective English onset learning ages (the third year 
in primary school and the first year in junior middle school) influence the Chinese 
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